Transitivity markers in West Himalayish by Widmer, Manuel
Title Transitivity markers in West Himalayish
Author(s)Widmer, Manuel







Departm ent of Com parative Linguistics
12 .07 .18 1
Transitivity markers in West 
Himalayish
ICSTLL 51, Kyoto University
Manuel Widmer, University of Zurich
Departm ent of Com parative Linguistics
12 .07 .18 T rans itiv ity  m arkers  in  W est H im a lay ish 2
1 The West Himalayish 
1 languages
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2 Classifying West Himalayish
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3 Remarks on transitivity
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Transitivity can be defined as a ...
- Syntactic notion → classification of verbs into “intransitive” and
“transitive” based on number of core arguments
(Dixon 2010)
- Semantic notion → classification of verbs into “intransitive” and
“transitive” based on semantic properties
(Hopper & Thompson 1980)
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A working definition of transitivity
- For this talk, the term “transitivity” is used to refer to a grammatical
category that is marked on verbs and classifies them into transitivity
classes. This classification can either be based on syntactic or
semantic properties.
- The labels “intransitive” and “transitive”, in turn, will be used to refer
to verbal transitivity classes.
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The term «valence»
- The term “valence” will be used to describe how many core
arguments a verb has (irrespective of its transitivity class
membership)
§ one core argument: monovalent
§ two core arguments: bivalent
§ three core arguments: trivalent
plurivalent
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4 Transitivity classes in Bunan
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Transitivity classes in Bunan
 7 
Examples (1) through (1) below illustrate morphological pattern 1 for the present 
tense forms of the verb bjak-men ‘to hide’, lok-ɕ-um ‘to climb up’, and jok-tɕ-um ‘to buy’.2 
Examples for each morphological pattern can be found in the appendix of this article. 
(1) a. Intransitive class: bjak-men ‘to hide’ 
  bjak-k-ek 
  hide-INTR-PRS.EGO.SG 
  ‘I am hiding myself.’ (Widmer, fieldnotes) 
b. Middle class: lok-ɕ-um ‘to climb up’  
   lok-ɕ-ek 
climb-MID-PRS.EGO.SG 
‘I am climbing up.’ (Widmer, fieldnotes) 
c. Transitive class: jok-tɕ-um ‘to buy’ 
   jok-tɕ-ek 
buy-TR-PRS.EGO.SG 
‘I am buying (something).’ (Widmer, fieldnotes) 
 Functional motivation 
My lexical database for Bunan comprises a total of 474 verbs, of which 156 (32.9%) 
belong to the intransitive class, 52 (11%) to the middle class, and 266 (56.1%) to the 
transitive class. Table 3 below gives an overview of the three transitivity classes by 
specifiying how many monovalent and plurivalent verbs each class contains.3  
Table 3: Monovalent and plurivalent verbs across the three transitivity classes 
 Monovalent Plurivalent Total 
 n % n % n % 
TR 0 0 266 100 266 100 
MID 43 82.7 9 17.3 52 100 
INTR 124 79.5 32 20.5 156 100 
 
As Table 3 illustrates, there is a certain correlation between transitivity class 
membership and valence in the sense that transitive verbs are exclusively plurivalent, while 
                                               
2 Throughout the paper, Bunan verbs are given in their infinitive form, which either ends in -men (for 
verbs belonging to the intransitive class) or -um (for verbs belonging to the middle and transitive 
class).  
3 Each Bunan verb stem is a genuine member of one of the three transitivity classes, but may change 
its transitivity class through derivational processes (see Widmer 2017a: 400–403 for a discussion of 
the relevant processes). Table 3 only takes into account genuine transitivity class membership.  
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Functional motivation
- Intransitive class: mostly monovalent verbs (e.g. el- ‘go’, dat- ‘fall’),
few plurivalent verbs that are frequently used with non-referential
patient arguments (dza- ‘eat’, pant- ‘spin’)
- Middle class: monovalent and plurivalent verbs with “middle
semantics” (Kemmer 1993) (e.g. ɕit- ‘die’, dur- ‘compete’)
- Transitive class: plurivalent verbs (e.g. tup- ‘cut’, da- ‘give’, lwat-
‘forget’)
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4 Comparative perspective
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Intransitive class
The intransitive class in comparative perspective
 12 
Table 4: Present t nse forms of the intransitive class in eastern WH languages 
























































Table 5: Present tense forms of the transitive class in eastern WH languages 
























































As the tables given above demonstrate, present tense forms display a similar 
morphological structure in all four languages. Admittedly, one might object that the verb 
forms in Rongpo, Darma, and Byangsi have been segmented so as to make them 
correspond to the morphological structure of the corresponding Bunan forms. However, the 
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Intransitive class
The middle class in comparative perspective
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verbs jəpəṅ ‘to eat’ and tũpəṅ ‘to drink’ belong to the intransitive class, and the data 
discussed by Willis (2007: 330–331) suggests that the verbs jamu ‘to eat’ and tuŋmu ‘to 
drink’ pertain to the intransitive class as well. Moreover, the verb dzaːmo ‘to eat’ in Byangsi 
also belongs to the intransitive class (Sharma 2007: 56). Remember that the verbs dza-men 
‘to eat’ and tuŋ-men ‘to drink’ are part of the intransitive class in Bunan as well. This 
suggests that the transitivity systems of Rongpo, Darma, and Byangsi – like the transitivity 
system of Bunan – do not assign verbs to a transitivity class based on their valence but 
based on a scalar semantic notion of transitivity (see § 3.2.2). 
 The middle class 
The data that have been discussed so far demonstrate that the intransitive and 
transitive classes of Bunan have clear formal and functional equivalents in the closely related 
languages Rongpo, Darma, and Byangsi. This gives rise to the question of whether these 
three languages also display a middle class. Indeed, middle marking has been described for 
all three languages (Zoller 1983: 49–50; Willis 2007: 364–369; Sharma 2007: 61–62).12 The 
following table contrasts middle forms with intransitive and transitive forms in Bunan, 
Rongpo, Darma, and Byangsi. 
 
Table 6: Middle marking in eastern WH 




‘I am going.’ 
bwəl-k-əṅ 
camp-INTR-PRS.1SG 
‘I am camping.’ 
dee-h-i 
go-INTR-PRS.1SG 
‘I am going.’ 
ra-g-ɛ 
come-INTR-PRS.1SG 




‘I am washing myself.’ 
kyaː-s-k-əṅ  
hide-MID-INTR-PRS.1SG 
‘I am hiding myself.’ 
ur-si-h-i 
wash-MID-INTR-PRS.1SG 
‘I am washing myself.’ 
ruŋ-ši-g-ɛ 
listen-MID-INTR-PRS.1SG 




‘I am washing (so.).’ 
kaṭ-c-əṅ 
cut-TR-PRS.1SG 
‘I am cutting (sth.).’ 
ur-d-i 
wash-TR-PRS.1SG 
‘I am washing (so.).’ 
šuŋ-t-ɔ 
do-TR-PRS.1SG 
‘I am doing (sth.).’ 
 
As the table demonstrates, the Bunan middle class marker -ɕ has clear cognates in 
Rongpo -s, Darma -si, and Byangsi -ši. However, Rongpo, Darma, and Byangsi do not 
possess a distinct middle class like Bunan. Rather, middle verbs are members of the 
intransitive class and exhibit an additional middle marker, which is inserted between the verb 
stem and the intransitive marker. This observation provides interesting insights into the 
historical status of the middle class in Bunan. The comparative evidence from Rongpo, 
                                               
12 Note that only Willis (2007) refers to the respective category as “middle”, whereas Zoller (1983) and 
Sharma (2007) use the terms “passive” and “mediopassive”. 
Bunan: su-ɕ-ek  ←      *su-ɕ-k-ek
wash-MID-PRS.EGO ← *wash-MID-INTR-PRS.EGO
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Reconstruction
 15 
(69), the active participle (54), or the infinitive (46–47). Darma differentiates between an 
intransitive and a transitive verb class in past, present, and future tense constructions (cf. 
Willis 2007: 352–359, 387–389). In infinitives and active participles, there is no evidence for 
such a distinction (359–362, 501–504). In the case of Byangsi, the situation is difficult to 
assess, as Sharma (2007) does not provide full paradigms for the transitive class. However, 
the available data suggests that the distinction between intransitive and transitive verb 
classes can be found in past, present, and future tense constructions as well as in active 
participles (Sharma 2007: 55–63, 69–70), but is absent from infinitives (54–55). Bunan, 
finally, distinguishes between intransitive and transitive verb forms in all five types of 
constructions (Widmer 2017a).  
The four languages thus vary considerably with regard to the pervasiveness of 
transitivity distinctions across different constructions. This in turn suggests that the 
pervasiveness of transitivity distinctions in individual languages has been subject to a 
substantial amount of change. Based on the comparative data currently avaible, it is not 
possible to reconstruct the original distribution of the transitivity system in the verbal systems 
with any certainty. The data given in Table 7 suggests that Proto-Eastern West Himalayish 
(PEWH) at least displayed a transitivity distinction in present and past tense constructions, 
possibly also future tense constructions. However, further comparative research is needed to 
explore the historical dynamics of the relevant transitivity distinctions in more detail.  
 The diachronic origins of the transitivity classes  
Based on the evidence discussed in the preceding paragraphs, we can reconstruct a binary 
transitivity distinction between an intransitive class marked with the morpheme *-k and a 
transitive class marked by the morphemes *-tɕ and / or *-t for PEWH. The morphological 
template of the present tense construction can be reconstructed as follows.  
Figure 4: Reconstructed present tense construction for PEWH 
VERB STEM – MIDDLE – TRANSITIVITY – TAME / AGREEMENT 
 
The question now is whether synchronic evidence from eastern WH languages allows 
us to shed more light on the history of the transitivity distinction and to identify potential 
origins of the transitivity markers. In the case of the intransitive marker *-k, one might 
speculate whether this morpheme goes back to the Proto-West Himalayish (PWH) converb 
marker *-ka, which is reflected by the imperfective converb marker -ka in Bunan (see Widmer 
2017a: 437–438), the perfective converb -ka in Sunnam (Widmer, fieldnotes), the 
imperfective converb marker -ka in Rongpo (Zoller 1983: 56–57), and the perfective converb 
marker -khɛ in Byangsi (Sharma 2007: 67–68). This hypothesis exclusively rests on the 
phonological similarity between the individual morphemes and cannot be backed up with 
The reconstructed morphological template of the present tense
construction in proto-eastern West Himalayish
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5 The origins of transitivity 
5 markers in EWH
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Object agreement markers in Kinnauri
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b. àng=í pē tiq-chv̀ng zvt-ò=ē 
  3SG=AGT basket one-CL weave-3O.NPST=NPST  
  ‘He is weaving a basket.’ (LaPolla 2011: 638) 
According to current knowledge, the transitivity systems of eastern WH do not display 
ambitransitive verbs. In these languages, verb roots are genuine members of one transitivity 
class only and have to undergo certain derivational processes to be assigned to a different 
transitivity class. Finally, it should be noted that there are no formal similarities between the 
transitivity markers of Rawang and the transitivity markers of eastern WH languages. It is 
thus highly unlikely that the two systems have developed from a common source.  
4.3 A possible source of the transitivity markers  
The evidence discussed in the preceding section suggests that the transitivity 
markers of eastern WH languages cannot be related to functionally equivalent, cognate 
morphemes in western WH or other non-WH TB languages. This gives rise to the question of 
whether there are any other constructions in western WH that might be cognate with the 
transitivity class markers of eastern WH. Indeed, a potentially cognate construction is 
attested in the western WH language Standard Kinnauri, which has an object agreement 
marker that is phonologically reminiscent of the transitive class marker found in Bunan and 
Rongpo. Consider the following examples. 
 
(4) First / second person object agreement 
a. an-tɕ-o-k 
wake.up-1/2O-FUT-1A.SG 
‘I will wake you up.’ (Widmer, fieldnotes) 
b. an-tɕ-o-na 
wake.up-1/2O-FUT-2A.SG 
‘You will wake me up.’ (Widmer, fieldnotes) 
 
Note that similarities are not limited to phonological form. The Standard Kinnauri 
object marker and the Bunan / Rongpo transitive markers also have a similar morphological 
position, that is to say, they occur between the verb root and inflectional endings. In the light 
of structural considerations, it thus appears possible that the object agreement marker -tɕ in 
Standard Kinnauri and the transitive markers -tɕ / -c in Bunan and Rongpo are cognate. The 
question then is whether such a diachronic relation is also conceivable from a functional 
perspective. Indeed, evidence from Rawang suggests that this connection is plausible. As 
noted in § 4.2.2, the citation form of Rawang intransitive verbs is formed by attaching the 
non-past ending =ē to the relevant verb root (e.g. shì=ē ‘to die’), whereas the citation form of 
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Object agreement markers in Kinnauri
The Kinnauri object agreement marker -tɕ- is reminiscent of the Bunan /
Rongpo transitivity marker -tɕ- both in terms of its function and its
morphological position in the verb complex. It is thus probable that the
two markers are related and that the transitivity marker developed from
an object agreement marker. The question now is: Can we come up with
a story that account for this functional reanalysis?
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Transitivity marking in Rawang (LaPolla 2011)
 20 
(2) a. Intransitive class: shì=ē ‘die’  
  ngà rø̀mnv̄ng-pè gø̄ shì bǿ-ì 
  1SG friend-MALE also die PFV-INTR.PST  
  ‘My friend also died.’ (LaPolla 2011: 637) 
b. Transitive class: yv̀ng-ó=ē ‘see’  
  rvshà-rì=í yv̀ng bǿ-à kvt … 
  monkey-PL=AGT see PFV-TR.PST when … 
  ‘When the monkeys saw (him), … .’ (LaPolla 2011: 638) 
As examples (2) and (2) illustrate, monovalent verbs have a citation form ending in =ē 
and a past tense form ending in -ì, whereas plurivalent verbs have a citation form ending in -
ó=ē ~ -ò=ē and a past tense form ending in -à. At first sight, this system appears functionally 
reminiscent of the transitivity di tinction encountered in eastern WH languages. However, on 
closer examination it becomes clear that the Rawang system differs from the transitivity 
systems of eastern WH in several respects. First, LaPolla merely reports three predicates 
that have two core arguments, but belong to the intransitive class: the copula í=ē, mvyǿ=ē 
‘want, like’, and vdá=ē ‘have, own’). In all other cases, a verb’s transitivity class can 
apparently be predicted from its number of core arguments. Accordingly, the Rawang 
transitivity system appears to be primarily based on a binary syntactic rather than a semantic 
gradual notion of transitivity. Second, one transitivity marker, viz. the transitive classmarker -
ó ~ -ò, simultaneously serves as a person agreement marker. According to LaPolla (2011: 
637), the marker -ó ~ -ò is a non-past third person object marker and commonly appears on 
all verbs of the transitive class in non-past contexts, e.g. in the citation form yv̀ng-ó=ē ‘see’. 
This multifunctionality of transitivity markers is not attested in eastern WH languages (but it 
may have existed in the past, as I argue in § 4.3 below). Third, Rawang possesses a class of 
so-called “ambitransitive” verb roots that can both be inflected intransitively or transitively 
without additional morphological derivation (LaPolla 2011: 638). LaPolla describes two types 
of ambitransitive verb alternations for Rawang. In the case of the first type, the intransitively 
inflected verb describes an anticausative event with one core argument, while the transitively 
inflected verb describes a causative event with two core arguments, e.g. gvyaq=ē ‘to be 
broken, to be destroyed’ vs. gvyaq-ò=ē ‘to break, to destroy’. In the case of the second type, 
the intransitively inflected verb describes a two-participant activity with a non-referential 
patient argument as in (3), while the transitively inflected verb describes a two-participant 
activity with a specific, referential patient argument as in (3). 
(3) a. àng pē zvt=ē 
  3SG basket weave=NPST  
  ‘He weaves baskets.’ (general of habitual sense) (LaPolla 2011: 638) 
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Transitivity marking in Rawang (LaPolla 2011)
- Depending on the grammatical context, the marker -ó- either
functions as an 3rd person object agreement marker or a marker of
transitive predicates.
- This makes it plausible that there is a diachronic link between the
functional domains of object marking and transitivity marking! But
how could this reanalysis be explained?
Departm ent of Com parative Linguistics
12 .07 .18 T rans itiv ity  m arkers  in  W est H im a lay ish 28
The reanalysis
Object agreement markers can sometimes occur in contexts in which
they do not serve the function of indexing to a specific object argument
(e.g. in citation forms as is the case in Rawang). This opens up the
possibility of a metanalysis (Croft 2001: 130), viz. the swapping of
«contextual and inherent semantic values of a syntactic unit».
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This scenario offers a plausible explanation for the origin of the transitive
marker in EWH languages, but where does the intransitive marker come
from? It is possible that this morpheme is the reflex of an old converb
marker *-ka, which ended up inside of an inflected form due to the
univerbation of a formerly periphrastic verb form.
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presupposes that the present tense forms of the modern eastern WH languages all derive 
from a formerly periphrastic construction that originally consisted of a non-finite verb form 
and a copula, but later developed into a synthetic verb form. Given the fact that this process 
apparently also occurred in Manchad and Tinan (see § 4.2.1) and is frequently attested in TB 
languages in general (DeLancey 2011), this assumption seems plausible. 
The development of the binary transitivity opposition in eastern WH languages could 
then be explained as follows. At an early stage, PEWH developed a periphrastic construction 
consisting of a nonfinite converb form and finite copula (“COP”) with a subject agreement 
marker (“SUBJ”) (stage 1). Verbs did not display any transitivity markers at that time, but 
plurivalent verbs could take the object agreement marker -tɕ in at least some grammatical 
contexts. Subsequently, the periphrastic construction developed into a synthetic construction 
(stage 2). At some point, the object agreement marker -tɕ, which had originally only occurred 
in combination with first and / or second person objects, was reanalyzed as a transitive 
marker and began to occur on all verbs that display a high degree of transitivity (stage 3). 
Finally, the reflex of the converb suffix was lost after the object agreement marker, giving rise 
to a direct morphological contrast between the morphemes -k and -tɕ. As the morpheme -k 
now exclusively occurred on monovalent verbs and contrasted with the transitive marker -tɕ, 
it was reanalyzed as an intransitive marker.19 This scenario is summarized in Table 10. 
Table 10: The rise of transitivity distinctions in eastern WH 
 Monovalent verbs Plurivalent verbs 
Stage 1 *V-ka + COP-SUBJ *V(-tɕ)-ka + COP-SUBJ 
 ↓ ↓ 
Stage 2 *V-k-SUBJ *V(-tɕ)-k-SUBJ 
 ↓ ↓ 
Stage 3 *V-k-SUBJ *V-tɕ-k-SUBJ  
 ↓ ↓ 
Stage 4 *V-k-SUBJ *V-tɕ-SUBJ 
  
                                               
19 As noted in § 3.2.2 and § 4.1.1, the intransitive classes of Bunan, Rongpo, Darma, and Byangsi also 
contain a number of bivalent activity verbs that frequently occur with non-referential patient arguments, 
e.g. ‘to eat’, ‘to drink’, etc. It is an open question when and why these verbs were assigned to the 
intransitive class. Evidence from Rawang (§ 4.2.2) suggests that the relevant verbs might originally 
have been “ambitransitives”, following an intransitive inflectional pattern when occuring with a non-
referential patient argument and a transitive inflectional pattern when occuring with a referential patient 
argument. This scenario would imply that the intransitive inflection of ambitransitives was 
overgeneralized at some point. However, in the absence of better comparative data, these 
considerations must remain speculative. More comparative research is needed to gain a better 
understanding of how the relevant verbs became members of the intransitive verb class. 
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